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Scene from “Frontline’s” “Hostage in Iran.”

TVPrevzews |
Hostage

Horrors
PBS’ Chilling Recap

Qf the Iranian Crisis

By Tom Shales

Washington Post Staff Writer

The thought .of reliving the Iranian hos-
tage crisis may be about as repellent as a
thought can get, and yet tonight’s PBS
“Frontline” documentary, “Hostage in Iran,”
turns what was an infuriating and humili-
ating ordeal into a riveting emotional thrill-
er. The 90-minute report, at 9 on Channel
26 and on the Maryland Public Television
stations, follows the crisis chronologically
from before the beginning (“Day Minus 14,”
the narrator says) to the end.

Many of those who were hostages are in-
terviewed by unseen reporters, and their
reminiscences are strung together with
news footage of the crisis so it can be fol-
lowed more or less step by step. Where the
filmmakers erred is in slighting the human
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a of the story so as to replay the politics.

¥Rrs may find they want to hear much more
alfodt the peculiar psychological stresses of im-
pridomment and isolation than they do about the
shah, the negotiations and the Ayatollah Kho-
meini.

For instance, Marine Sgt. James M. Lopez,
who is the most frank of all those interviewed, re-
“the strain and “went slightly crazy,” including one
male hostage who occasionally ran about the
-room ranting. There were at least two suicide at-
tempts, it is stated. And there is a black-comic
note: One of the Iranian guards told his prisoners
after months of incarceration that he was under
such great pressure from his job that he risked a
nervous breakdown.

Some of the hostages raised eyebrows here

Rz during the siege, they made statements,

ed for television, that seemed excessively

pro-Iranian and anti-U.S. policy, even considering -

the fact that the statements were made under ob-
vious duress. But that unpleasantness is never re-
vived here, even though it might be illuminating
to hear how those hestages feel about it now.

As the documentary begins, it appears the

gical preoccupation of the filmmakers is
going to weigh it down. There are some preten-
tious production touches, like fades to black after
“Day 2,” “Day 3,” “Day 267” and so on. And there
is a tendency to throw in dubiously authentic vi-
sual asides during the hostages’ recollections. If a
man says he was confronted by a mob in the
street, we see a quick shot of a mob in a street,
although it isn’t likely that it's the mob in the
street that confronted this particular man, -

Sometimes these intrusions are probably in-
serted just to cover edits in hostage remarks. But
some are unnecessarily disruptive, and they sug-
gest the filmmakers didn’t trust the hostages’ de-
scriptions to be compelling enough. They are
compelling enough.

“Hostage in Iran” traffics in negative nostalgia.
Old faces, old strange-sounding names, come
back as if from the very distant past. How long is
a media generation? Perhaps as long as it takes

. for new bad news to supplant old bad news. The

Iranian hostage crisis now seems to have oc-
curred eons ago, and shots of Jimmy Carter as
president have an unreal, maybe even an un-

- earthly, cast.
.. We are reminded again how badly the British

.behaved at the beginning of the crisis—ejecting
_from their embassy ;we 'i\mericans who had es-
»caped from the terrorists—and how grandly Can-

ada came to the rescue, helping to smuggle

Americans who remained fr
with false Canadian passports provided by the

CIA C'Hostage” was produced and airectd bya

Canadian, Les Harris). A Thai cook was “an un-
sung hero” of the crisis, according to the nar-
rator; he risked his life to protect the Americans
before they fled to safety. '

members that a couple of people “cracked” under .

Continid




Declassified in Part - Sanitized Copy Approved for Release 2011/12/02 : CIA-RDP90-00965R000706010002-9 ]

There are grim ironies: Carter impotently im-
posed “economic sanctions” as a way of chastising
the Iranians much as Ronald Reagan, supposedly
the bane of world terrorism, wouald do later
against Qaddafi and Libya. Perhaps the Iranian
crisis should be thought of as the beginning of the
new Terrorist Age. We were shocked by it at

first; later it became practically a way of life, It
became a nightly ABC News show with Ted Kop-
pel. Perhaps by the year 2000 we all have been
so numbed by terrorism that we will be shock-
ingly unshockable. :

As did the crisis, the documentary ends with
homecomings, scenes that still wield a tremen-
dously maving clout. Before they were set free,
the hostages on occasion got to send messages
home via television, and in the miost poignant of
these, during the hostages’ second Christmas in
captivity, Kathryn L. Koob, then director of the
Iran-American Society in Tehran, not only speaks
but sings. She sings a child’s Christmas carol,
“Away in a Manger,” which ends with an entreaty
to “the Lord Jesus” “Take us to Heaven, to live
with Thee there.”

As the hostages clung to shreds of hope, those
of us who watched on television clung to little
moments of sanity within a mad context. In the
age of terrorism and global television, sanity has
perhaps become a thing that exists only for little
moments at a time. The mad contexts usually ob-
scure it.
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